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  Chapter one
Knoxville, Tennessee: April 2008


Amanda stood in the doorway of her small bedroom at The Ridge, one hand braced against the chipped molding, as if the weight of stepping inside might tip her balance. The space wasn’t what she had expected when they brought her here. It wasn’t sterile or clinical, but somehow, that made it worse. The walls were an unapologetic shade of purple, broken by a chaotic floral border that wrapped like a crown near the ceiling. The space looked like a bold attempt at following a home makeover trend, though the design had little chance of standing the test of time.
The room smelled faintly of lemon-scented cleaner, sharp and chemical, as if someone had tried to scrub the reality out of it. The carpet was a short, synthetic shag, with an olive tone that fought against the wallpaper like dueling swordsmen. It was dense and over-vacuumed, with tracks that never fully smoothed out. 
She didn’t know how much money the Hansens had to invest in this “home for troubled girls” to keep her there, but the funds were obviously not spent on decor and facility improvement. An old white wicker chair sat in the corner next to a small writing desk, and a twin-sized bed was wedged against the far wall beneath a window that refused to open fully, its metal crank stripped and rusted. A refurbished dresser held the few outfits she had been given upon arrival. The whole house felt both old and weary, and trying too hard to be youthful, like her youth groupʼs church basement makeover dubbed as “mission work.” Had that only been a year ago? It seemed more like a lifetime.
Amanda crossed the room, her hand grazing the edge of the worn dresser, pausing at the mirror above it. Her reflection stared back—a girl who was involuntarily becoming a woman. Her auburn hair was pulled into a loose knot, but stray strands framed her face in a way that made her look younger than she felt. She ran a hand over her belly, the curve of it undeniable, her skin stretching to the point of discomfort. She exhaled slowly.
She had six more weeks until her due date. No one had said it outright when she arrived, but it had become clear with every passing day: she was not going home. Not until the little life inside her was taken into their hands. Not until her body had done its part.
She made her way to the window, pressing her palm flat against the glass, the surface cool and indifferent, as she looked out at the sloping hills that cradled the winding road leading up to the house. Beyond the trees and the tidy church steeples was a world still spinning, oblivious to the fact that she was packed away there, an unspoken mistake waiting to be corrected.
Amanda’s gaze drifted to the narrow bookshelf built into the corner of the desk, stacked with uplifting devotionals and several well-worn copies of What to Expect When You’re Expecting. None of it was hers. She hadn’t brought anything except the duffel bag theyʼd allowed her to carry, but even that was rifled through and inspected as if she might have smuggled in defiance itself. Nearly two months later, she still felt haunted by that first intrusion, as though every day since had been lived in its shadow.
It wasn’t her first brush with the people who ran this place. She had attended their affiliated summer camp with her friend Julie, who was convinced that Amanda and Lyla needed Jesus. But Jesus was everywhere in White Pine. Of course, she knew him. She just didn’t know many people who acted like him. 
Most of the churchier adults in her life didn’t remind her of the Jesus she knew. The summer that Lyla and Amanda acquiesced to Julieʼs insistence that they join her at Liberty Camp, Amanda had forgotten that her MP3 player was at the bottom of her travel bag. Sheʼd known that devices were prohibited during camp week, but not that searching the bags of campers at any time was considered acceptable. 
One day during the afternoon chapel, she watched as a rip-snorting preacher swung the little red player by the string of her headphones right into the pulpit, hitting the wooden surface with a crash. Again. And again. He spat as he warned all of them about the dangers of worldly music and what becomes of young people who go the way of the devil. “Sometimes itʼs necessary to flip tables in order to shake sense into people,” he said, letting what was left of her MP3 player clatter to the floor.
Amanda couldn’t imagine how Jesus flipping tables in the temple was similar to the preacherʼs actions, but she kept her thoughts to herself for the most part. And now, it was with this same group that Cooperʼs parents expected her to stay. To serve her sentence, condemned by others for an act of deep love. She tried, but she didn’t understand the logic. She was supposed to feel gratitude and be comforted by the fact that God had allowed her to come here, as if He were the one hiding her away. 
Trendy wall colors and craft activities wouldn’t erase the heartbreak she had to endure—the pain of Cooper being silent for weeks on end, and her family accepting her banishment as the cost of their shame. She knew she could never go back to the house she had called home. It was never really hers anyway, and she knew it. 
She was beginning to believe that the plans she and Cooper had made—getting an apartment near campus at Michigan State, morning coffee runs in a town that was far from the Hansensʼ prying eyes—were shredded and buried beneath a tangle of sermons: the ones preached into her now, and the ones she had never stopped carrying, each lesson soaked in guilt as proof of her unworthiness.
Amanda’s throat tightened. She hadn’t cried when they drove her here. She hadn’t even flinched when they made her promise that she would stop contact with Cooper so he could focus on finishing school. No one asked about what she was going to do to keep up with her studies, and after weeks of being surrounded by brightly colored walls that screamed be happy while her heart refused to comply, she felt a burn rising within.
But she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. She forced herself not to cry, still repeatedly dreaming that Cooper would show up at the window, guitar in hand, serenading to get her attention, with a getaway car idling close by. But Cooper never played the guitar very well. And it was more and more evident that if anyone was going to save her, it wasn’t going to be him.
“Hey, whatcha doin’?”
Amanda turned toward the doorway, startled by the voice but not surprised by who it belonged to. Ellie stood barefoot, wrapped in an oversized hoodie that nearly swallowed her frame, the sleeves chewed at the ends from a nervous habit no one told her to stop. She was only thirteen, though life had carved a tiredness into her eyes that made her seem older in some moments, younger in others.
Amanda softened. “Just… thinking,” she said, but it sounded weak and disingenuous even to her ears.
Ellie padded into the room without waiting for an invitation. She had a knack for slipping into spaces as if she’d always belonged there, a survival trait Amanda recognized from experience. Ellie was the youngest in the home. The staff gave her special smiles, speaking to her like something delicate they’d been told not to damage, rather than a detainee. 
She didn’t carry the same shame that the rest of them were expected to wear. She wasn’t whispered about in the kitchen or called into long counseling sessions about her “choices.” Because Ellie hadn’t chosen. 
She was thirteen, still clutching the corners of childhood, when a family friend decided she’d grown up enough. The staff didn’t use words like rape—that was too messy, too confrontational, but they draped her in a pity none of the other girls were afforded. Ellie was a victim, not a participant. Not like the other girls who had reportedly invited their consequences and were now learning to repent for them. Ellie was someone they could save without needing to forgive.
Amanda watched it unfold every day. The way Ellie was rolled into the group prayers with softer words, as if her redemption came pre-approved. The rest of them were projects. Cautionary tales lined up in brightly colored chairs, they were expected to confess their sins and be grateful that their flesh and blood would be placed into the arms of a better mother. 
It wasn’t that Amanda wanted them to treat Ellie worse; it was that she saw through the charade. Ellie’s pain was palatable to them–easy to rally around. But Amanda’s—that was messier. Girls like her weren’t offered sympathy. They were expected to learn their lesson, and to count themselves lucky, they were given a place to hide while they did the right thing after such a grievous wrong.
“You shouldn’t stare out the window like that,” Ellie said, flopping onto Amanda’s bed as if it were her own. “Miss Judy says it’s a sign you’re feeling defiant.” Her grin was lopsided, like she knew exactly how ridiculous that sounded.
Amanda let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Well, I wouldn’t want to seem defiant.”
Ellie twisted onto her side, propping her chin in her hand. “You should stop fighting so hard, you know. It’s easier if you just go along. That’s what they want. Nod, smile, act like you’re grateful. Makes everything quicker.”
Amanda studied her. Ellie’s case was also different because she had no desire to cradle the bundle in her womb, believing the sight of it would only traumatize her. She didn’t think about genetics, or family ties, or how the constant molecular communication during pregnancy would suddenly be interrupted, not only by cutting the umbilical cord, but by complete severance. No one explained to Ellie that there was nothing written in the prenatal books for when you don’t bring the baby home—no chapter on managing breast engorgement without your child to nurse, or the betrayal of a body that mourns in milk and blood while everyone else tells you to move on. Amanda didn’t know it yet, either, but something in her ached at the thought of separating from her baby, as if her body knew before her mind could comprehend it.
But Ellie had a different approach to their common plight. There was a quiet calculation behind her casualness, like she’d learned exactly how to dull the sharp edges of her circumstance without ever truly dulling herself.
“You want to be here, though,” Amanda said. “That’s the difference between you and me.” She sighed, moving to sit on the edge of the bed.
Ellie shrugged. “Yeah, you’re right. I guess it is easier for me. But I’ve been here long enough to see girls like you come and go,” she said, raising her eyebrows.
Amanda looked at her closely. “How long have they had you in here?”
“Since we found out. So like, seven months.” She said the words as if they weren’t cumbersome weights anchoring her to a new reality. As though her childhood hadn't been snatched in the cruelest way imaginable. 
Amanda couldn’t respond, but the rage she was carrying on behalf of her young friend bubbled beneath every gaze. 
“Look, I know you wish things were different. But the more you fight, the worse it is,” Ellie continued.
Amanda bit the inside of her cheek. She didn’t want to be angry at Ellie, but her words pressed against still-raw wounds.
“If you let them do their thing—act like they’re getting through to you when they teach you how to be sorry—they’ll treat you better. You gotta make them believe that you see this whole thing like they do…as saving you from yourself,” she nodded as if 
“This isn’t my salvation, Ellie,” Amanda said quietly.
“I know.” Ellie’s gaze softened. “But it doesn’t matter. You still gotta get through it. Doesn’t mean you believe their stories. You just… survive it. Then you leave.”
“But what about my baby?” Amanda stifled a tear that was begging to fall.
“You gotta let her have a different life. Could you and Cooper really take care of a baby together while you guys are both in college? I mean, even if you tried, could you give her the life you want for her?”
“I don’t know…” Amanda whispered.
“Look,” Ellie suddenly spoke like a seasoned instructor rather than an endearing adolescent. “This is how it goes. They bring you here; you realize that you’re just a kid who made a mistake, and then they take the baby. That’s the whole cycle. No one gets out of it. It doesn’t matter who you are.”
Amanda finally let the suppressed moisture beading at the corners of her eyes drop down her cheeks in a steady flow. They sat in silence as she wiped her face, her glance eventually drifting to the laminated “House Values” chart pinned to the back of the door. Words like humility, gratitude, sacrifice, and obedience were printed in looping script, framed by cartoon doves. There was an irony in the way they called these “values,” as if they were commodities you could exchange and upgrade.
“You really think it’ll be easier if I just play along?” Amanda asked.
“Easier?” Ellie snorted. “Yeah. But I’m not promising you easy,” she said, widening her eyes. “They’ll still make you sit in those stupid group talks and stuff. But they’ll stop watching you so close. You don’t want to be on their watch list, Amanda. Trust me. That’s when they start poking around your file, and making decisions about you without even telling you.”
Amanda winced. She had no doubt the Hansens were funding this place not just to hide her, but to control every step of what came next. They had been making every decision without her for a while now. She was collateral damage wrapped in a tax write-off. 
Ellie shifted again, stretching her legs out and kicking off Amanda’s pillow with a grin. “Besides, they’ll probably give you extra pudding cups if you behave. That’s about as good as it gets around here.”
Amanda smiled despite herself. Ellie had a way of disarming her, of reminding her that rebellion didn’t always have to be loud. It could be found in the way she held on, quietly, in places where they tried to make her disappear.
Ellie reached for Amanda’s hand, squeezing it briefly before standing. “Come on. Miss Judy will give us demerits if we’re late for the evening devotions. You don’t want to be late, or there’s no hope for pudding.”
Amanda blew a short laugh through her nose as she followed Ellie out the door, her fingers brushing against the broken flecks of paint on the molding one more time. The room didn’t feel any less like a cell. But with Ellie’s wit and warmth, the walls felt a little less suffocating.






  
  Chapter two
Knoxville, Tennessee: April 2008, Evening Devotions


Amanda and Ellie passed each bedroom in the hallway of the ground floor until they came to the end, where devotions were held. The room had once been a dining parlor; someone had stenciled vines up the corners and hung a cross fashioned from two pieces of weathered barn wood on the main wall. There were no folding chairs or furniture for the girls to sit on, just empty space on a thinly carpeted concrete floor. A few bean bag chairs lined the walls, but those were usually taken by staff and the early comers. Amanda never got there in time to get a bean bag. She avoided being early for anything in this place. 
The room began to hum with the slow, reluctant shuffling of feet and the murmur of girls trying to take up less space than they actually needed. With a sweep of her arm and a pat on the back as each resident entered, Miss Judy waved the girls in. She then moved to the front, flipping through her worn devotional like a conductor warming up an orchestra. 
She was all bright lipstick and sharp bangs, a woman who believed presentation was ministry, but who didn’t realize she was selling something unattractive. It wasn’t her fault. Women here were schooled in femininity and poise, but their style wasn’t their own—it was an imitation of one man’s desire. Pastor Harwell liked big hair, bright lips, and women frozen in the glamour of 1986. It didn’t take long for that aesthetic to become law. One by one, women reshaped themselves to fit it, until they blurred into carbon copies, a congregation of clones dressed not for expression but for approval.
Tonight, Miss Judy wore a navy blazer with big shoulder pads over a floral blouse and a string of pearls that clicked faintly when she turned her head. 
Amanda slid into a spot on the floor next to three girls who were forming a back row, her belly large enough to make it obviously uncomfortable to get up and down with ease. The girls furthest along in their pregnancies were usually offered a bean bag, but there weren’t enough to accommodate everyone. Ellie tugged at her sleeves and lowered herself onto the floor beside Amanda. Somehow, it didn’t matter how round her belly got; Ellie moved with the lively energy of any girl her age.
Miss Judy tapped the lectern with a fingernail to gather attention.“Ladies,” she called, drawing the word out like taffy. “We’ve got a new friend with us tonight. Let’s show her we are a home, and how much she’s a part of our family now.”
Across the room, girls whispered behind their hands, laughter like moth wings before they stilled. Their faces snapped forward as Miss Judy’s gaze swept their row. It wasn’t the threat of raised voices or sudden blows that silenced them, but the quieter punishments—the beckoning hand after devotions, the careful closing of the rec room door, the soft, surgical voice pressing them to confess their wayward thoughts, to dig up sins like weeds, or to name regrets that hadn’t yet taken root. It was the weight of never being entirely free, the constant ache of knowing joy could be called into question at any moment, that hollowed out their smiles and taught them to guard their light. 
A staffer in scrubs—Miss Marla, the quiet one—ushered a girl through the doorway. She looked to be about fifteen, with chipped black nail polish and a fall of brightly dyed red hair that curtained half her face.
“This is Savannah,” Miss Judy announced, her smile a fixed beam. “She’s going to be staying with us for a little while.”
Savannah didn’t move farther into the room. “I’m not staying here,” she said, not loud exactly, but clear enough that no one could pretend they hadn’t heard.
A ripple passed through the room as the girls looked on in silence. Ellie went entirely still beside Amanda, dropping her hands into her lap and settling her formerly bouncing knee. But Miss Judy’s smile didn’t falter; this was her arena. 
“Thank you for sharing your heart, honey,” she said. The words clung to every surface like a syrupy goo you couldn’t wash off. “You can set your bag down and have a seat. We’re just about to start.” 
Then she lowered her voice to a gravelly whisper and told the new girl that personal items in the devotion room were strictly prohibited. But quickly followed it with: “Unless you wanna bring your Bible, dear,” and another flash of her pearly whites.
Savannah stayed silent, looking at the room, at the girls, then back at Miss Judy before Miss Marla nudged gently, “It’s okay, honey. Go ahead and take a seat.”
Savannah took one step and then another, walking as if the floor might give out. Every girl in the room understood her. There were no bullies here. No caddy fights or bickering except for the occasional who-took-my-hairspray incident. The girls had each other’s backs. They knew that if they didn’t listen to each other, no one would. But Savannah didn’t know that. Not yet. 
“Now,” Miss Judy said, clapping her hands together with a pop. “We have a message tonight. We are going to talk about being misfits.”
Amanda felt Ellie’s inhale at the word. Miss Judy liked to brand her devotions the way a public speaker would brand their talks. There was always a title, an object lesson, and a moment designed as the hinge—the point where the lesson turned and the audience followed.
“Misfits,” Miss Judy repeated, savoring the beat. “Such an ugly label, isn’t it? Used by the world to shame anyone who doesn’t tuck perfectly into its boxes. But I have good news. You have been made this way on purpose.”
“On purpose,” a few girls nodded, echoing the words without being told to.
Miss Judy’s gaze drifted, found Ellie, and warmed with an idea. “Ellie, sweet pea? Could you come up and help me for just a moment?”
Ellie’s fingers tightened around her knees, and Amanda felt the tug of her hesitation—being called up meant being made into something symbolic. But before Ellie could form a refusal, Miss Judy stepped out from behind the lectern and slipped her navy blazer off in one smooth motion. 
“Come on now,” she coaxed, already crossing the space, holding the blazer open like an invitation that was more like a demand.
Ellie went to the front with the practiced smile she wore for staff—the one that suggested compliance without complete surrender. Miss Judy settled the blazer over her shoulders, and it swallowed little Ellie at once. The sleeves dropped past her fingertips; the hem hit mid-thigh. The shoulder seams sagged somewhere near her biceps, as the fabric collapsed into a husk around her.
A few girls laughed—the quick, nervous kind that lives in the space between distress and misunderstanding.
“Look at our Ellie,” Miss Judy said, one hand on Ellie’s shoulder. “Isn’t she precious?” She stepped back with a theatrical flourish, turning Ellie from side to side as if she were a mannequin in a window. “Now, does this fit her?”
“No,” came the chorus, soft and uneven.
“No, it does not,” Miss Judy agreed. “Because it wasn’t made for her. It was made for… me.” She slid the blazer back onto her thick arms with a small shimmy of satisfaction, then smoothed the lapel. “The world will hand you things that don’t fit—names, expectations, so-called truths. You will try them on, and they will slouch on you or pinch you or make it hard for you to lift your arms. And then you’ll be tempted to think there’s something wrong with you.” She leaned toward the room, voice dropping to a hush. “There isn’t.”
Amanda felt the room yield an inch. Miss Judy knew how to draw a collective breath and make it feel like unity. To give snippets of hope to the room of girls who constantly questioned if their very existence amounted to nothing more than wrongness.
“But here’s where some of you make a mistake,” Miss Judy continued. “You take that feeling—this doesn’t fit—and you turn into rebellion.” She swung her gaze to Savannah with a brightness so pointed it glittered. “You say, ‘I’m not staying here.’ You stomp your little feet. You raise your voice. You make your own rules.”
The new girl’s jaw flexed, but she didn’t take the bait.
“And you know what happens?” Miss Judy put her hand to her chest as she tilted her head upward. “You miss the blessing. You miss the tailor.”
There were murmurs, the light shuffle of the metaphor landing.
“When God brings you to a place like this,” Miss Judy said, spreading her arms to act as if she was embracing the entire room, “He is not punishing you. He is—the way a seamstress is with a dress that needs taking in—He is shaping you. It is not an opportunity for rebellion, but for increased faithfulness. He is making you what you ought to be as you trust His authority.”
Amanda sighed. His authority or yours? She thought, and she was almost certain she didn’t say it aloud. 
“What doesn’t fit now can be fitted. What you call constraint just might be care.” Miss Judy spoke the last part of her sentence with a staccatoed cadence that drove home the idea with quiet intensity.
Amanda watched the room absorb the words. She could feel how neatly they slid into certain girls, and how others bristled. She thought of the blazer swallowing Ellie, the way Miss Judy had claimed it back for herself, and called the whole exchange a “lesson.” But it seemed to her that the only teaching to be learned was how some people use God to invoke fear, shame, and control instead of leaning into the love they say comes only from Him.
“Ellie, you can sit, baby,” Miss Judy said as she hurried back, lifting the sleeves of her sweatshirt nervously as she went.
“You okay?” Amanda whispered when Ellie sank down to her spot on the floor again.
Ellie gave a half shrug. “It’s fine.” But she sat rubbing her upper arms as if the fabric had left a chill on her skin.
Miss Judy stepped behind the lectern again, energized by her own momentum. “We must never quit trusting God. We’re going to say this together. It’s our truth tonight. Repeat after me.” She raised her right hand, palm open. “I might not fit—”
“I might not fit,” the room echoed, some voices clear, others landing in a mumble.
“—but I’m not gonna quit.”
“—but I’m not gonna quit.”
“Again,” Miss Judy insisted, faster this time, leaning into the chant. “I might not fit, but I’m not gonna quit.”
The girls repeated it louder, the rhythm gaining a current. Many of them smiled, a wave of laughter and giggles filling the space as they stretched out a hand to their neighbor, a new sense of camaraderie forming among them. The feeling would be short-lived, but no one remembered that in the moment. It would take getting back to the rigid schedule, being forced to spend long weeks without communicating with their family, or some weird infraction like using the wrong hand towels to shatter their illusion of hope amid a compelling talk. 
Ellie’s lips moved around the phrase without lifting at the corners as Amanda held her hand. And the new girl refused to engage. She hadn’t been influenced enough yet. Savannah didn’t need to shake her head or protest for everyone to know she refused. Because defiance has its own posture, and everyone knew the staff kept a keen eye out for it.
Miss Judy let the chant crest and then settle. “Because we are clay on the potter’s wheel,” she said, turning pages. “We are fabric under a master’s hand. We are misfits only until we learn what we’re made for.”
Savannah slouched deeper, finally reaching her breaking point. “Some of us already know,” she said. Not loud. Not meek. Just enough to feel real.
Miss Judy’s eyes flicked up. “Would you like to share, Savannah?”
“No. I’d like to go home.”
The whole room paused, but Miss Judy smiled again, a softness born of strategy. “Home can be a place we carry inside us, dear heart. While you’re here, this is home enough.”
“Not for me.”
Miss Marla shifted subtly near the doorway, with a staff awareness that marked the beginning of a possible scene. Miss Judy shook her head by a fraction, keeping the situation in her own hands, but clearly annoyed that she had lost her grip on the successful moment.
“I hear your fear,” Miss Judy said. “Fear is loud. It shouts, ‘I’m not staying here. ʼ It throws tantrums. But faith answers back. Faith says—say it with me, girls—”
“I might not fit,” the room began, but Savannah’s voice cut across them, and the two lines tangled in the air.
“It’s not fear,” Savannah protested. “It’s a choice. I didn’t choose to come here. I can choose not to stay.”
The sentence landed with the clean slice of a blade. A few girls stared at their knees. Amanda felt something open in her chest that was both agreement and sudden recognition. There it was—the naked statement they all swallowed, replacing it with silence or with the tidy script the staff preferred: that they were learning, that they were grateful, that God was working on them.
Miss Judy held her smile a heartbeat too long. 
“We’re all here because choices were made,” she said, steering the moment back to the script. “Some of them ours, some not. What matters now is the next choice. Will you let yourself be loved enough to be changed?”
Savannah looked at the floor. “I don’t want your kind of love.”
“You haven’t tried it yet,” Miss Judy answered, a sharp tang entered her tone, the smug satisfaction of bringing a stray lamb near the crook of the staff.
 “Lord, make us willing,” she bowed her head, beginning to pray as if it were common practice to end a conversation by turning the focus upward. The girls settled into silence, quickly bowing their heads, some folding their hands together until it was over.
They began to queue up for the sign-in sheet with Miss Marla to prove they had attended, a nightly record kept in the office for reasons Amanda couldn’t understand. There were only sixteen girls there, and the home’s full capacity was twenty. It wasn’t as if the girls could go missing without being missed. As they finished their check-in, they all drifted toward the snack counter where a plastic tub of pudding cups waited like an altar to small mercies.
Savannah had already slipped out, unchallenged, vanishing down the hall toward her room—likely to cry herself to sleep as so many girls had on their first night. No one would rob her of that. But before the rest of the group could drift toward the door, Miss Judy clapped her hands once more, sharp enough to halt their scatter. 
“Remember our truth,” she said. “Say it again with me.”
And the chant drifted up unevenly, a thin scatter of voices joining in the expected response. 






  
  Chapter three
Bucharest, Romania: The Morning After The Proposal


Amanda woke to the faint pulse of a rhythm that didn’t belong to the room she was in— I might not fit, but I’m not gonna quit.
The words floated up from the depths of her dream, stubborn and insistent. She hadn’t thought about that chant in years, but Tokyo had stirred something. Seeing Cooper in a whirlwind had loosened a memory she hadn’t invited. She lifted her lashes, hoping to replace the lavender walls of her subconscious with reality. As her eyes adjusted, she saw the hotel room, finally regaining a sense of where she was.
The soft charcoal curtains were cracked just enough to let a hint of gold morning in, the distant hum of growing traffic from Calea Victoriei street below. The hint of Tristan’s cologne hung in the air, and Amanda breathed it in, reminding herself that she was safe, she was wanted, and she could let the present steady her before allowing the past to pull her under again.
Beside her, he was still asleep, one arm crooked above his head, the sheet tangled low around his hips. She let herself look at him for a moment. His hair mussed, the clean angle of his jaw unguarded in sleep, reminding her of the first night they spent together in Tenerife—how she had looked at him, desired him, longed to know him. She let out a belaboured breath before rolling toward the nightstand, a mix of guilt and regret stirring in her chest. She hesitated, but took her phone into her hand, thumb hovering for a moment before typing quickly.
Are you in Bucharest yet?
She hadn’t told anyone, but she and Cooper had been texting. His first message came in quietly the night she had turned on her phone after fleeing Tokyo. After seeing him. 
Amanda had stared at the screen longer than necessary, rereading the simple message—“I heard you’re in Romania. Are you okay?”—before she answered him. But she didn’t have the fortitude to ignore him. She was the one who gave him her number, after all.
What followed wasn’t earth-shattering. Just a few cautious exchanges about the fact that he was coming to Bucharest with his dad, some kind of political obligation Amanda didn’t bother to press him on, and how surreal it had been to see each other again.
It wasn’t even a little bit romantic, but something in the rhythm of his words, the familiar cadence of the boy she once knew, calmed her. They didn’t speak about the past or mention names and places that would revive old wounds. They didn’t talk openly about their feelings, but the thread between them had revealed itself to be fully intact.
The room sharpened around her, full of reminders of her location. High ceilings framed by heavy drapes, a narrow balcony opening to wrought-iron railings, a weathered parquet floor carrying a faint scent of polish, the radiator ticking softly, releasing a heat that clung to the air. She was in Romania, lying next to Tristan—the man who had just proposed in the sweetest way imaginable. And she was texting Cooper—the man who wasn’t able to find the strength to fight for her when they were plunged into adulthood much too early.
She put the phone screen to her chest, wondering if Cooper was awake, or if he was even on the same continent as she was. Her musings were all too familiar. In the first few years she spent as a commercial pilot, she’d dreamt vividly about an encounter with him while traveling. 
Perhaps she’d be moving past a crowd of eager passengers already waiting at the gate, lined up to scan their boarding passes, and he’d catch her eye. She wouldn’t say a word, just grin and move behind the doors of the gangway until she was out of sight, taking comfort in the fact that she was in the power seat. Perhaps she’d be standing at the door of the cockpit, thanking passengers on their way out, and he’d be stunned by her presence. She’d be the one to speak—“Enjoy your stay, Mr. Hansen,”—leaving him speechless.
It never happened, of course, but it took years for the dreams to slow and eventually stop. And she had let her mind play games for far too long. What was she doing? She couldn’t get sucked back in. 
She felt the pang of remorse settle heavy in her abdomen as she placed the phone face down before hearing it buzz.
Got in late last night. Didn’t think you’d want to see me.
Her chest tightened. She stared at the words, thumbs hesitating above the keyboard. Her head was screaming to put the phone down, but her heart wouldn’t let go. She quickly typed, “I do,” and sent it before she could reconsider.
The mattress shifted as Tristan rolled slightly, making Amanda hesitate. His breathing was slow, oblivious even, but she knew how quickly those eyes could sharpen when they opened. She forced herself to keep still, to keep her own breathing matched to his, as if the quiet steadiness could disguise the churn in her chest.
Tristan’s arm slid across the sheet toward her, “Mornin’,” he murmured, his voice gravelly with fatigue.
She slid the phone facedown, leaned over, and let her hair brush his cheek. “Morning,” she whispered, kissing him before he could read anything in her expression. His mouth was warm, barely a hint of morning breath, tasting of sleep and last night’s champagne.
He kissed her back lazily at first, then with growing insistence, his hand finding the back of her neck. She let him draw her in, her pulse jumping at the familiar press of his body against hers.
This. This is what she wanted. Cooper Hansen be damned. 
“You always look like you’re keeping a secret,” Tristan murmured between kisses.
“Maybe I am,” she said, her mouth curling upwards as she let the fleshy part of her bottom lip pucker slightly. She playfully skimmed the firm line of his torso, “And wouldn’t you like to know what I’m hiding?”
He rolled towards her, bracing himself above her body, his knee sliding between hers as his mouth moved along her jaw, and she closed her eyes, letting the heat rise between them. Her nightgown twisted under his hands, and she felt the cool air hit her skin as he tugged it up.
He pressed against her, his breath hot in her hair. “You didn’t answer me last night,” he murmured.
She stilled her body, reacting to his words rather than his touch. “About what?” She tried to sound blithe.
“You know.” He pulled back just enough to search her face. “The timeline.”
Amanda smoothed her palm over his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart. “It’s not like I can pull up my calendar and decide how many months will feel like we’ve known each other long enough to get married, Tristan.”
“I know. I just need to plan a few things and… well… I want to at least think there’s a chance  you’ll say yes.”
“Oh, Tristan,” Amanda whispered, every word sincere. “Of course, there’s a chance.” She lifted herself to him, pressing his skin to hers again.
“So you’re saying there’s a
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